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    The Best Time


    Summer, 1975


    Lorna stepped to the edge of the pool and stared down at her toes. Though the evening air was thick and warm, her nail beds were purple. Somewhere through the pool fence, she could hear the bell of an ice cream truck.


    The pool was closed for the evening, but Debbie, Lorna’s roommate, was the lifeguard in charge of Wednesday lock-up. She and Lorna had planned this session back at the beginning of August.


    “Just say when,” Debbie said. The stopwatch swung casually from her narrow wrist.


    Nerves contracted in Lorna’s stomach, bunching into the shape of an apple. She looked up and ahead. Across the park, men and women strolled in pairs or stretched out together on the dark green grass. Focus, Lorna told herself. Fukiss. She shook out her hands and wiped them across her nylon-plastered ribs. “Yeah,” she said. “Ready.”


    Debbie whistled; Lorna leapt. She felt the tidiness of her dive, the satisfying surge of water against her forehead. She tore across the twenty-five-metre pool, legs pumping, sucking air deep into the branches of her lungs. At the wall, she turned with a hard kick and began to visualize her next target: the delicate, tanned knobs of Debbie’s knees. As she reached Debbie’s end and turned again, Lorna’s mind jumped to her own lumpy knees, now motoring her through the water. Focus, her brain shrieked. But the thing was, they really were potato knees: thick, draggy things laced right up the middle like footballs. Focus, focus, fukiss.


    At the end of the four laps, Lorna slammed her hand on the deck, splashing Debbie’s shorts. Her breath was scorching, ragged. She tried her best to look unruffled.


    Debbie nodded as she stared down at her watch. “You’re getting there,” she said. “That’s for sure, definitely.”


    Lorna couldn’t bear to look at Debbie’s crinkled, earnest face. She looked instead at the concrete deck, the grey puddles becoming shiny in the dropping sun.


    “You slowed down in the middle there. Just a little, huh?” Debbie said.


    “Time?”


    “One minute eleven.”


    Lorna slapped her bathing cap on the deck and ducked below the surface. Water tingled across her scalp. Debbie was training to be a teacher. When Lorna came back up, she’d say, “Chin up, you!” She’d say, “Don’t sweat it. You’re getting better every day!” She’d suggest doing something “fun” to take Lorna’s mind off things. Lorna needed her mind on this and this alone: varsity tryouts were two weeks away. She kicked off the tile and swam underwater to the other side of the pool. 


    ...


    One year ago, Lorna had been a shy freshman from Albany, New York, and the fastest newcomer to the varsity swim team. She chose the University of Toronto, six hours from home, because the school had sent two girls to Munich two years earlier. The Montreal Olympics were just around the corner. At her very first varsity meet, Lorna missed the first-place spot by just tenths of a second. Her speed caused a stir among her teammates. Climbing back to her seat in the stands, a boy named Kenneth tossed her a clementine. He was a senior, an engineer, a butterflyer. In the showers, she’d heard a teammate describe his body as a perfect swimmer’s V. Across a crowded campus, it was always easy to make out his shape, and all the swimming girls wanted to slide in next to it. A week after that meet, Lorna dropped her time to match that of the missed first-place spot. The next week, she and Kenneth were dating.


    Normally Lorna cut through campus to get home, but tonight, after dodging Debbie’s invitation to someone’s back-to-school barbeque, Lorna walked to their apartment alone, the long way. In the last day or two, the university grounds had become crowded with hugging, squealing students. Lorna wasn’t ready for all of that; she wasn’t ready for the summer to end. Her best time — in a short pool with extra turns — was still two seconds behind last year’s qualifying time for the women’s varsity team.


    Halfway home, Lorna’s left knee began to click and she slowed her pace, stopping for a moment in front of a bus bench. She put her leg up and pressed two fingers into the soft hollow under her kneecap. Come on, she whispered. It was always the left knee that bothered her at night: an ache that felt like a toothpick pressed deep into the meat beneath the skin. The right knee was more of a problem in the rain. Neither hurt much in the water. In June, Lorna’s physiotherapist said that she could start training again. His office had a lemony smell and a framed poster of marathoners on the wall with the caption “Keep on the Sunny Side.” “Just see how it goes,” he told her. “One day at a time.”


    It was going, but it wasn’t going great. And Lorna felt sure it wasn’t just her knees holding her back. Not completely. In high school, her coach stressed that focus was job one. “Fukiss!” was the thing Coach Heli repeated to her swimmers again and again in her quick Estonian accent. Lorna was always proud of her ability to jam her mind shut in the water; her brain was just another body part, doing its bit to coordinate with her heart, her arms, legs, and lungs. She pitied the undisciplined swimmers who couldn’t focus. What Lorna liked best about swimming was not thinking. Thinking slowed swimmers down. But in the last few weeks, Lorna’s mind wouldn’t shut all the way. There was always a crooked gap left open: thoughts slipped inside and burrowed like moths. “Broken,” they whispered. “Spoiled legs.” For the first time in her life, Lorna’s mind was making her lose her rhythm.


    Lorna had been a swimmer since the seventh grade at Greensides Junior High. The pool was brand new and anyone could be on the team. Lorna joined because her father said she needed a hobby. He explained this while she helped him stake tomatoes on a summer afternoon, a forced break from the many hours she spent watching TV in their cool, dark basement. “What you need, Lorna, is a stake,” he’d said, spearing a liver-coloured stick into the ground. “A skill or an interest to stop you from sprawling out of control. Give you something to aim for.” Lorna’s father was a widower and a commercial real estate man with very few indulgences. He believed a good life came from finding what you did well and doing it better than other people. He drove Lorna to practices every morning, and she swam at a steady, respectful distance from the pale feet of the boy or girl in front of her.


    Lorna didn’t stand out until her first competition: the whistle blew, her mind shut down, and her body shot forward with blurry speed. There was no one beside her when her fingertips slammed the deck. Up in the stands, she could see her father and teammates shouting hard and waving their arms. Until the other girls came, splashing and gulping behind her, Lorna was sure she’d had a false start. She had never had good haircuts or a huge group of friends. Her grades were middle-high, not exceptional. But that day in the pool, she understood who she was.


    Alone in the apartment, Lorna got in the shower and let the hot water pound her shoulders until they itched. She always preferred to shower at home, even during varsity training. The spray from the locker room showerheads was too sharp, and an older clique of girls — girls with broad shoulders and nicknames like Fin Lizzy — screamed popular songs and joked about the shape of each other’s tits like it was nothing. They asked Lorna crude questions about Kenneth and laughed without waiting for her answer. In her bathing suit puffed with soap, Lorna was always lonely in the showers. When she thought about the upcoming varsity season, she tried not to think about those girls.


    Feeling her body relax under the spray, Lorna rinsed her plastic razor under the water and ran it over every reachable hair on her arms and legs, weaving carefully around the scars on her knees. The tickly movements near the tender skin made her body shudder. She thought of Kenneth’s fingers, brushing her knees under the tablecloth at last year’s fall athletic banquet. The pads of his fingertips had been rough as pencil erasers. She wondered, then, if the other girls could tell where his hands were and hoped that they could.


    Lorna snapped the thick rubber band on her wrist. She’d been doing this all summer — it burned like hell, but it was the only way to keep her focus, to “Keep on the Sunny Side.” She rinsed the razor and left it on the edge of the tub. Later, she’d ask Debbie to shave the downy patch on her nape.


    Lorna snapped off the warm water, got out of the shower, and towelled off in her bedroom, staring at the distant view of the city’s grey lake, massive and forgettable. The sun was gone now, vanished into the water. Lorna imagined a pile of sunken summer suns at the bottom of Lake Ontario, lost forever like pennies in a well.


    The apartment she and Debbie shared was on the eighteenth floor of the Northway, the tallest in a string of white and beige 1960s towers east of the university. Debbie was an easy roommate because she was often out. She had her job as a lifeguard, a sick mother an hour away, and countless girlfriends in identical buildings on the same street. Still, it wasn’t exactly luck that brought the two of them together. From February until May, Lorna had lived with Kenneth on the first floor. On the afternoon that Kenneth left, he had given her the handwritten ad for the room at Debbie’s place, torn from the lobby bulletin board. She’d stared hard at the googly-eyed double o’s on the word roomie, trying to understand what she’d done to make them enter her life.


    Kenneth was behind the wheel during the accident the January before. He was driving too fast, annoyed by his fifth-place finish in the first meet of the new year. On the highway, Lorna held the door handle tight and didn’t say anything: she’d placed first on the women’s side. They were only minutes from her dorm when he slammed the brakes to avoid a burlap-wrapped Christmas tree that had rolled off the sidewalk. Kenneth steered the car onto the curb and right into a newspaper box. Lorna didn’t have time to brace herself, and both of her knees slammed into the dash. Kenneth was fine.


    After the two surgeries, the doctor said it would be a month or more before Lorna could walk without help, several months before she could swim. Lying in her hospital bed, fingering the hot, bandaged lumps under the sheets, Lorna couldn’t imagine who she was. She thought of her father, who’d wanted her to swim so that he wouldn’t have to worry. She thought of her mother, Marion Kedzie, a talented pianist and popular music teacher, invited once to play at the governor’s mansion. She died a week after Lorna was born, a case of post-partum septicaemia, but Lorna had one photograph from the hospital: a new mother in a frilly, collared nightgown, peering at a tiny baby in what seemed to be a large Pyrex tray. The expression was hard to read, maybe because Lorna had never known her mother’s face, but she thought of the look as one of hope. Lorna wept for the person she wouldn’t become, now that she had nothing to aim for.


    It took Kenneth four whole days to visit the hospital. When he did, he brought a ficus tree wrapped in a yellow bow with decorative foil. His wet hair had frozen during the walk over. In the cracked vinyl chair next to Lorna’s bed, he jiggled his leg up and down and avoided looking right at her. She hadn’t wanted to, but she started to cry again. He put the tree down next to her meal tray. He didn’t say he was sorry; he said, “Here.” When she told him what the doctor said about swimming, what the dormitory said about not being able to accommodate handicaps, what her father said about coming home and finishing her degree at the community college, Kenneth got up to look out the window. He told her that if she wanted, she could probably just move in with him at the Northway Apartments. He only had a bachelor, but it was on the first floor, so she’d be fine. Lorna said her father would never let her, but then Kenneth said that maybe, depending on how things went, they could get married after his graduation in the spring. They could take off somewhere with sun and salt water that would fade her scars.


    Living in Kenneth’s apartment, sharing his bed, Lorna found with relief that she didn’t miss the five a.m. practices, the five p.m. practices, or never seeing the sun. She didn’t miss the constant hunger, the itchy skin, or the apple-shaped fear that sprouted in her gut before every time trial. It was astonishingly easy to focus on her new goal: she was a wife-to-be. She didn’t want Kenneth to feel guilty about what he’d done to her; she wanted him to know how lucky she felt to be with such a clever, V-shaped man. She made Kenneth’s mother’s Ukrainian recipes and grew tomatoes on their tiny balcony overlooking the dumpster. She researched places they could escape with sun and salt water. When the physiotherapist told Lorna she was strong enough to swim again, it was only the honeymoon she thought about. Kenneth took her to dinner when she told him the news, and afterwards they made love in his quick, jabbing way. A week later, Kenneth put his hands on Lorna’s shoulders and said he was sorry, but it sounded like she’d be OK. He said that if he were ever back in Toronto, the Northway — quite possibly the whole block — would remind him of her. She pulled away from him then. Minutes later, Kenneth and a rented van full of books, records, and swimming trophies were making their way to an oil field in Alberta.


    The streetlights were coming on now outside Lorna’s window. She turned on her desk lamp and stretched out on her single bed to start her physio routine. She pulled one knee up to her chin and listened for pain. Quiet. As she pulled on her second knee, Lorna found herself wondering if there were any Olympic-size pools in northern Alberta. She snapped the rubber band on her wrist again.

    
     


    The next day was cloudy and everyone said it would rain, so Lorna had the two-hour lane swim at the public pool pretty much to herself. She was practising dives when she heard her name and looked up to see Alex Ketchum, gripping the diamonds of the pool’s chain-link fence. Since July, Lorna had been tutoring Alex every Sunday evening at the Burger Shack across from the park. All freshmen needed to pass English 100 to complete the year, and Lorna, who’d gotten an A in the second semester, tutored jocks and foreign students for rent money during the summer repeat session. Alex wasn’t foreign or an athlete, but he was an actor and that distracted him. He played the teenaged son on Dog Daze, a local TV program about a suburban family with a talking sheepdog. He was the curly-haired hero for the preteen audience. On the show, he always wore the same expression: sweet and slightly dumbfounded. But when he smiled, you could see his incisors, and it made Lorna think of some rascally storybook animal. A good-natured fox or wolf. He was cute, if a little goofy, and Lorna liked to be seen with him. She often fantasized about being spotted by one of the swim team shower girls: the girls who pitied her, or at least pretended to pity her as a way to preface their gossip.


    Lorna and Alex always met at eight, just after lane swim, but when he called her name it was still before seven. “Thought I’d find you here!” He had to shout across the deck.


    Lorna knew she should get out of the water and speak to him, but she felt self-conscious in her bathing suit: an old one, a little see-through in the back. The wind was also picking up, blowing Alex’s hair and the leaves of the poplar trees behind him. She closed herself into the corner of the pool. “You’re early.”


    He leaned into the fence. Alex was short for an actor, although you couldn’t really tell on TV. “Ballantyne’s is having fifty-cent drinks till nine,” he said. “Want to go?”


    Lorna had never been to Ballantyne’s, a smoky bar frequented by graduate students and artists, not athletes. “Right now?”


    “Whenever you’re done.” He squinted at her. “It’s shitty weather for swimming, isn’t it?”


    “Give me a minute.” Lorna dipped back underwater and pushed off the side. She glided way out and then began her strokes, reaching forward with arms elegantly curved. Lorna always swam better when someone was watching. She wanted to show Alex what she did out here, shitty weather or not. When she looked up after six laps, he had wandered away. She hauled herself out of the pool.


     


    All of the windows were open at Ballantyne’s. Alex and Lorna sat right up at the bar on stools. Being in a bar, much less sitting up at one, was not something Lorna was used to. She felt awkward, on display, and she hoped Alex didn’t notice.


    A barmaid leaned over to kiss Alex on both cheeks. She had the small, bra-free breasts and shaggy short hair of a French pop star. She poured Alex a rum and Coke, and then turned to Lorna, her head cocked as though to say: Realize, of course, that you don’t belong.


    “I’ll have the same,” Lorna said. She looked down at her own clothes and supposed she made surprising-looking company for a minor celebrity like Alex. Tonight she wore old jeans, a thin white sweatshirt, and canvas sneakers. Her wet hair pressed cold, heavy circles onto her breasts. No makeup. Though in fairness, she hadn’t expected to be out out. Over the last couple of months, tutoring Alex had involved reading To the Lighthouse aloud at the Burger Shack for five dollars an hour. He said he couldn’t follow the story in his own head.


    Alex finished his drink in two long gulps and ordered another. Lorna sipped her rum slowly; felt its warmth spread through her core.


    “Did you bring your paper?” she asked, though it was clear he wasn’t carrying anything. Alex had another week to turn in his final essay for a passing grade. They had planned to review his rough draft.


    “Nah.” Alex shook an ice cube into his mouth and crunched. “Student services opened today. I dropped out.” He said it casually but without looking at her.


    Lorna blinked. “Out of school?” That was crazy: the paper was so easy to do. She’d practically written his whole introduction herself.


    “Don’t take it personal.”


    “I’m not.” Although she was. 


    Alex rolled back his shoulders. “I’m going to make for LA.”


    “What for?”


    “TV, what else?”


    Lorna didn’t know much about the TV industry, but “make for LA” sounded starry eyed and nutty. Alex wasn’t that big of a star. “What about Dog Daze?”


    “Actually, that’s wrapping up.”


    “Oh. I’m sorry.”


    Alex shrugged, like c’est la vie. “Makes it a good time to go.” He pushed his glass forward to be noticed by the barmaid. A drizzle was starting outside and brought a stuffy, wet pavement smell into the bar.


    Lorna wasn’t sure quite what to say. “Do you have a lot of auditions down there?”


    “Not yet.”


    “If you pass this year, at least you’ll have options.”


    Alex shrugged.


    Lorna shrugged back. “So what are you going to do there?”


    “Don’t know. I’ll see what flies my way.” He gave her a helpless smile that was really a fake helpless smile. “I don’t expect everyone to understand.”


    The last time Lorna heard that kind of line was the day Kenneth left her. She could still see his Marantz record player strapped into the passenger seat, her Paul McCartney album on the turntable. “We need to figure out who we are,” he said. It was so unfair because Lorna had known who she was. She’d been a great swimmer with times around the one-minute mark and dreams of the Olympics. She’d been nearly a fiancée. He ruined everything.


    Lorna snapped the band on her wrist. Alex didn’t notice: the shaggy-haired barmaid was pouring him a fresh drink. She peeled the lid from a can of peanuts and shook some into a small bowl.


    “Actually, I thought you might understand.” Alex tossed up a peanut and caught it with his mouth. “Being an athlete.” He looked straight at her in what seemed like an actorly way. A wise old man, sitting at a bar. “You know about having a path to follow.”


    Lorna considered the phrase. It was the kind of corny thing you could find printed on a bookmark at a church bazaar or on the wall of her physiotherapist’s office.


    “Writing papers, getting a degree, none of that means shit to me. I’m an actor. An actor acts,” Alex continued.


    Lorna nodded. “But you don’t have to go all the way to LA to do that.”


    “But why wouldn’t I? LA’s the top. Wouldn’t you go to the top if you could?” Alex nudged her glass toward her; it was still almost full.


    “If I were ready.”


    Alex shook his head. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”


    Lorna lifted her drink. “I read this thing once about how thousands of people move to Hollywood every year and wind up homeless and living under bridges. Maybe you should have some sort of plan.”


    “You can’t plan everything.”


    Maybe you couldn’t plan everything, but Lorna thought it was naive, even lazy, to look at life that way. She wanted to admire Alex’s nerve in the way he clearly wanted her to, but real success took focus, preparation. You couldn’t just walk out your door, no plan at all, and expect to net opportunities like butterflies. She felt suddenly very worried for him. “And what if nothing flies your way?”


    “Then I’ll do something else.” Alex turned his glass around slowly on the counter, drawing a wet pattern of circles that looked like Olympic rings. “I’m not afraid of life, right? I’m the kind of guy who takes chances.” He said this much louder than he needed to, glancing at the barmaid. Lorna knew that Alex was used to women listening to him, and because he was an actor on an actual TV show, some women assumed that what he said was thoughtful or deep. This probably made him believe the same things about himself. Lorna, on the other hand, had long disliked “I’m the kind of person who” statements. They were almost always self-flattery disguised as unalterable fact, like having brown hair. But Alex looked back at Lorna, his eyes greedy for approval, which made her feel slightly sorry for him.


    “I guess that’s cool,” Lorna said


    Alex’s incisors flashed with his smile. “Haven’t you ever just done something without knowing what would happen?”


    Lorna examined the wrinkled pads of her fingers. “Sure,” she said. “But I regretted it.”


    Alex didn’t say anything, and the silence between them felt too heavy for Lorna not to continue. “OK,” she said, “so when I was thirteen I read all about these women who were swimming across the English Channel. I wanted to be like them, so I signed up for this swim-across-the-lake thingy over the summer. I had no idea what I was doing; I was way younger than everyone else. Some local reporter even came out to take pictures of me, and I told him I was going to win the whole thing.” He was a grey-haired reporter dressed in an itchy-looking fisherman’s sweater. He’d said to her, “Let’s hope you’re stronger than you look.”


    “Did you? Win it?”


    “I didn’t even finish the race.”


    Open water always intimidated Lorna, but Sugar Lake, just outside of town, was particularly eerie. The shore was a slimy bed of rotted leaves. Pontoon boats and water-skiers zipped recklessly on the surface all summer long, while muskies, catfish, and broken clams lurked in the silty sludge below. The two-and-a-half mile distance across was twice as far as Lorna had ever swum, then. But she still thought she could win. Because of what happened earlier that year when the whistle blew, Lorna believed she could do anything she wanted.


    “So you regret bragging?”


    “I made it pretty close,” Lorna said. “Maybe a quarter mile left.” She had started off fast, but her arms grew shaky after the first half-hour. Within thirty or forty minutes, it seemed everyone had overtaken her, their white backs and colourful caps disappearing into early morning mist. She made it far enough to see a blur of people standing at the opposite shore, waiting around for the last place, show-off kid. Eventually Lorna flipped onto her back and cried, quietly at first, and then loud enough for the volunteer paddlers to notice. They hauled her into the canoe by the armpits, her shins bumping against the gunnels.


    Alex flipped ice around with his mini straw. When he appeared to register that she was no longer talking, he asked, “So that’s it?” 


    “Yep.” And truly, that was it. Afterwards, her father took her for a club sandwich at a hotel restaurant. They ate quickly, quietly, and then she was sick in the parking lot. Her father was almost cheerful then, assuring her that nothing more than a flu bug slowed her down.


    “And ever since then?” He held three fingers to his forehead in a Boy Scout salute. “Be prepared.”


    Lorna shrugged. “I’m a sprinter, not a distance swimmer. I should have stuck to that.”


    Alex let out a low whistle and shook his head. “If that’s your biggest regret—”


    “I never said it was. That was just an example.”


    Across from them, the barmaid was rushing to close the windows. The rain was coming harder now: fast, straight-down drops that bounced off the pavement. Pedestrians ran with newspapers over their heads and took cover under awnings. Streams of red and yellow car lights flowed together in the wide, wet street. Lorna thought it was beautiful, but she didn’t know how to point this out to Alex. It would seem like she was trying too hard to change the subject.


    After a moment, Alex swatted the air in front of them, erasing her story and whatever weirdness it had caused between them. “Let me get you another drink,” he said. “To say thanks for everything.”


    Lorna’s cheeks were heavy and warm from the first rum, but she didn’t interrupt Alex’s gesture to the barmaid. She had lost count of what he was putting away. 


    They left Ballantyne’s a couple of hours later, during a pause in the rain. An earthy-scented breeze seemed to lift from the ground; the street was quiet and anything beyond the sidewalk was soft-focused to Lorna now. Alex smoked and whistled as he walked her home. There had been a lot of talk in the bar; on the street Lorna couldn’t think of a thing more to say.


    In front of the Northway, Lorna searched her gym bag for keys. “Thanks for the drinks,” she said.


    Alex leaned against the door’s rippled glass panel, relaxing into it like the walk had been exhausting. “And now what?”


    “Now I guess you go to LA.”


    “Yeah.”


    “They say it’s nice down there.” Lorna’s fingers found her cold metal key ring. A fresh raindrop smacked down on her wrist.


    “I could write that paper,” Alex said suddenly. “If that was the best thing for me right now.”


    “I understand,” Lorna said. But she didn’t believe it. Alex was sweet, but he wasn’t a focused person. Or maybe he was, maybe that was the lesson here. She pulled out her keys with a jangle.


    Alex dipped his chin and looked up at her. She noticed his eyelashes for the first time. Thick and girlish. “I’m sorry if you think you wasted your time.”


    Lorna shook her head, came up with a polite smile. “Really, it’s fine. You paid me.”


    “You’re a good teacher,” Alex said. “You could probably be one, if that’s what you wanted to do with your life.”


    “Thanks,” Lorna said. “It’s not, but thanks for saying that.”


    It was like he was waiting for something from her. Did he want her to invite him in for a drink? She wasn’t sure there was anything to drink in the apartment. She had to swim early the next morning. Plus Debbie could be home. But Lorna just kept standing there. She wondered what it would be like to kiss him. She’d only kissed two people before: Brett, her cousin, behind a row of transport trucks at a motel during Expo ’67. Then Kenneth, of course. More rain spattered onto the concrete steps. She unlocked the door. “Thanks for the drinks,” she said again.


    “Raining again.” Alex put his sneaker in the gap of the door. His wild grin gave her a tugging feeling below the belly button.


    Debbie was not at home. Lorna found a bottle of sherry, fuzzy with dust, in the cupboard above the stove. A granny’s drink, probably given to Debbie as a gift, but it would do. She poured them each a shallow glass and set his on the trunk by the couch. Alex sat and took off his shoes. She leaned against the window ledge across from him.


    “Wait,” he said, leaning forward. “You don’t have a boyfriend, do you?”


    Lorna blushed and brought her glass to her lips. “No.”


    He relaxed into the couch. “I didn’t think so. Not that you’re not cute.”


    “I don’t have a lot of time for dating.”


    He looked around the apartment as though trying to discern what had such a grip on her time.


    “Varsity season’s coming up.”


    “Right, right,” Alex nodded vigorously. “Your path.” Lorna pictured a bright blue swimming lane that never ended.


    “You wanna come sit here?” Alex patted the spot on the couch next to him.


    Lorna felt her pulse everywhere. She pressed the glass to her mouth, buying time.


    Alex’s glass clicked down on the trunk. He crossed the room, took her drink from her, and put both his hands on her face. His mouth felt cool. She put her hand up against the window, felt the rhythm of the rain rushing against her fingertips as he leaned his body into hers. Alex held her lower lip between his teeth for a second or two. When he let go, he tilted his head toward the closed door down the hall. She let him lead her there.


    Sex turned out to be unexpectedly easy. With Kenneth, Lorna had always wondered if she was doing it right, if there was something else he wanted her to be: stiller, faster, wetter, tighter. Alex’s expression, when she opened her eyes to check, was greedy then grateful. He fell asleep immediately afterwards, his warm forehead pressed into her shoulder. Lorna pulled the sheets over her scarred knees, the smell of chlorine rising from her skin. She wished she could find her clothes, but she didn’t want to disturb him.


    The next morning, Alex walked Lorna to the pool and they hugged goodbye. She began her warm-up feeling giddy and modern. Blue skies had taken over the city, and she could feel the sun on every surface of her skin. Sleeping with Alex was the proof that she was finally over Kenneth. If Alex called, fine. If not, that was fine, too. They had their paths to follow. Now she could focus.


    In the week that followed, the last before the start of school, Lorna doubled her efforts at the pool, swimming three thousand yards or more every afternoon. She charged across the water with nothing whatsoever in her mind. There was no doubt that she was swimming faster. Perhaps faster than she’d ever swum. In the evenings, Debbie encouraged Lorna to go out, to take a load off, but Lorna declined with the same acid mix of jealousy and smug satisfaction she felt the year before when she returned from early practices to find the girls still asleep in the dorm. Must be nice, Lorna thought, just to while away the time, but that wasn’t who she was. Lorna’s time mattered.


    On the Thursday before school started, Lorna arranged for Debbie to time her. She arrived at lane swim at six to find the gates locked and the water being drained. There was a chemical issue, Debbie explained, and the pool would be shut down until Sunday at least.


    Debbie said a few days of rest would be good for Lorna, but Lorna felt on edge without her routine. She tried another pool across town, but the lanes were too short and the children were too noisy. She considered the pool at the university athletic complex, but she couldn’t face the girls she might run into until she was sure she was ready. So Lorna did try to rest. She tried to shop for new clothes but found that she couldn’t focus on the task, only wandered the department store, touching fabrics, deciding on one item and then putting it back. Cleaning the apartment was even more bewildering. Hair and dust were everywhere. She bought a sports magazine and brought it to the park, as she’d seen other girls do, but the sun made the pages too bright and she could never find the right casual position. She managed to read one story about four mountain climbers who’d gone missing somewhere in Washington, the likely victims of an ice avalanche. “They didn’t know their own limits,” the brother of one of them said.


    At the laundromat down the street, Lorna was dumping clothes into a washing machine when she heard a familiar voice. The season finale of Dog Daze was playing on the wall-mounted TV. Lorna sat down to watch Alex hug his TV family goodbye, the show ending with the ironic premise that Alex’s character, Marty, was going away to university. Harvey, the family sheepdog, was stretched out at the end of the driveway in protest. The laughing family managed to lift the beast out of the way, but he took off after the station wagon, pink tongue flapping from his mouth. An eruption of “aww” came over the audience track as the car slowed and the door swung open to let the dog hop in. There he goes, Lorna thought as the station wagon disappeared down the shady street. The summer is over. Alex is off to Hollywood; swim trials are just a few days away. The washing machine shuddered and then stopped, dropping towels with a heavy slap. Lorna filled with dread for both herself and Alex.


    When the park pool reopened, the water was bluer and colder than before. Lorna crashed through her lengths, eyeballs and nostrils stinging. Worst of all, she was struggling to find her rhythm. Her mind and body would not work together. It started with jingles. Radio commercials pinged up and down in her head, her body adapting too easily to their breezy pace: Back-to-school shirts! New slacks and skirts! Come on, get ready at Thrifty Threads first! She tried to lock her mind to her breathing but thinking about how to think made her concentration worse. Loose thoughts squiggled in and got stuck, stubborn as hair on the bathroom tile. She thought of the people in the ice avalanche. She thought of Alex getting off an airplane into blinding sunlight and palm trees, that sweet but dumbfounded look on his face. Her fastest strokes came from a breathless sort of fear, a sense that she was being chased. Rather than somersault at the end of those panicked lengths, she grabbed for concrete, swallowing air and trying to calm down. She’d hold on to the edge for a long time, watching her shadow grow longer on the deck.


    On the Sunday before school began, Lorna stopped several times to look over at the pool fence. She wondered if Alex had changed his mind, if he’d become suddenly realistic. She had some idea that if she only just saw him, if he returned, if they slept together again, she might get her rhythm back. Things would be in place. But when she looked up, there were only fallen poplar leaves, dull and yellow, pressing up against the fence.


    Before Debbie said a thing that evening, Lorna knew her time wasn’t good. Debbie’s voice was too chirpy. “One minute thirteen. That’s better, isn’t it?”


    “I’ll go again,” Lorna said.


    Debbie shook her head. “I have to close the pool.”


    “Come on.”


    “It’s getting too dark to read this thing.” Debbie slipped the stopwatch into the pocket of her shorts. “Let me close up and we’ll go to a movie.”


    Lorna didn’t want to spend time with Debbie, but she didn’t want to be alone either. She suggested Ballantyne’s.


    Sitting up at the bar, Lorna ordered a rum and Coke and Debbie had a 7-Up. The windows were closed and the music pounded and crashed. While Debbie talked about a swim school for little kids at a new community centre, Lorna scanned the bar for Alex.


    “Are you looking for someone?” Debbie asked.


    “No,” Lorna said.


    “You seem distracted.”


    “Sorry.”


    “That’s OK, it’s really noisy in here.” She leaned in. “But does that sound good to you? I mean, do you like little kids?”


    Lorna tried to smile at her friend. Were they friends? “Sorry. Does what sound good?”


    “Teaching with me! Like I said, Marianne wants me to find another girl and I think we’d be a good team. Just Saturday and Sunday afternoons. Maybe after school, too, if there are enough kids enrolled.”


    “You want me to teach swimming with you?”


    “Yeah!” Debbie nodded eagerly. “I told Marianne I’d ask. I didn’t promise anything, but what do you think?”


    Lorna felt the heat underneath her sweatshirt creep up into her face. “Debbie,” she said. “The team has practice four hours a day. Saturday and Sunday mornings, too. The whole school year.”


    “Sure,” Debbie said. “But in case—.”


    Lorna swallowed. Even doe-eyed Debbie didn’t think she was going to make the team. “In case what?”


    Debbie looked up, but her gaze didn’t quite meet Lorna’s. “I think you’re training too hard, Lorna.


    “I’ll be fine.” Debbie had no idea. No idea how Lorna could surprise people when the whistle blew. Her body and mind worked together; they did impossible things under the right kind of pressure.


    “Even if you do make the team,” Debbie said, “Are you sure you really want all of it? All those practices, all that strain?”


    “I’ve been doing this since the seventh grade.”


    “I know it,” Debbie said, although Lorna was quite sure she didn’t understand it. “But I just wonder if it’s making you . . . ” Debbie didn’t finish her sentence. She smiled warily at Lorna.


    “What? Faster?”


    “I was going to say happy.”


    Lorna picked up her drink and sucked it through her teeth. The cold clipped the back of her molars. “Don’t worry about it.”


    Debbie crinkled her wide, freckled forehead. “You’re still healing.”


    “My knee hardly hurts at all.”


    “It’s not just that.”


    “If you mean Kenneth, I don’t even miss him.” It came out so easily. Lorna looked at Debbie, emboldened. “As a matter of fact . . . ” But she decided not to say anything about Alex. Debbie would want to know too much. “As a matter of fact,” Lorna repeated, gulping the rest of her drink, “I’ll be fine.”


    “We could have such a fun year,” Debbie said. “We could have parties . . . ”


    Lorna thought of repeating what Alex said about following your path, but Debbie wouldn’t get it, she couldn’t relate. Debbie would just float on ahead; she wasn’t good at anything. She would become a teacher, marry a teacher, have three kids and a two-car garage with a basketball hoop. Lorna was different. She was a swimmer. “We can have a party if that’s what you want,” Lorna said finally, to shut Debbie up. “Later in the month. After tryouts.”


    Debbie wiped the counter in front of her with a napkin. “Well. You’re doing really, really well.”


    “Thanks.”


    “You’re doing so well, Lorna.” Debbie frowned. “It’s good enough. You don’t need to prove anything.”

    
     


    On the first day of school, Lorna searched for Alex’s name on class lists, but there was nothing. She tracked down a drama seminar and crossed campus after lunch to watch a British professor with tea-stained teeth demonstrate how to faint. She considered staying late and asking the students about Alex, but what would she even ask? What reason could she give for wanting to know? What would she do with what she found out?


    On the night before varsity tryouts, Lorna couldn’t sleep. It was the idea of not sleeping that kept her wide awake, the fear of being too groggy to swim fast in the morning. She was up to pee every half-hour, and each time she returned to bed, she tried to do it with a clear head. I will think of nothing. There is nothing at all to think about. But her mind spun, seeming to search for something to hook on to. She jammed her eyes closed and tried to picture a calm blue surface. She liked to encourage dreams about water.


    For a few thick seconds, Lorna drifted into the same nightmare she’d been having since the seventh grade. It was set on a misty pond she’d seen once in a library book on the Salem witch trials. In this version, Lorna was floating on a raft, her body bound by a burlap sack. She felt the familiar, heavy push on her chest: a rushing, then rapid sinking underwater. When Lorna coughed herself awake, her hair and skin were damp.


    At four thirty, Lorna gave up on sleep. She put her best race suit on under her clothes and pulled the band from her wrist to tie her hair into a tight, scalp-searing ponytail. She did her stretches on the bathroom floor and then moved quietly out the door, trying her best not to wake Debbie.


    In the dark, Lorna hurried down the sidewalk, shivering from the mix of morning cold and nerves. Despite an early start, somehow she was running late. The apple had returned to her stomach; it rose and pressed against her sternum then her throat as the athletic complex came into view. She walked around to the side of the building where the pool doors were opened up to the outside. Humid, chemical air rolled into the morning dark. She could hear the echo of girls’ voices, the slapping and forcing of water. She thought of her nightmare and tried to push it out of her mind. Lorna heard Coach Vicky’s brash, dirty laugh. She leaned against the brick, her arms hugging her mid-section. She was all twisted up; her body wanted the apple out.


    Inside, a few girls were still in the change room but most were already out on the deck. The change room was bright and overwarm, and chlorine caught the back of Lorna’s throat. She hurried past the strewn gym bags, warm-up suits, and towels. On a corkboard across from the bathroom stalls, a single mimeographed sheet pinned to the wall said “Varsity Qualifying Times: ’75-76 Season.” She didn’t stop to scan the paper; she really couldn’t stop.


    Lorna slammed into a toilet stall and knelt over the bowl. She coughed hard, trying to dislodge the apple, but produced only a mouthful of bitter saliva. Out on the deck, she heard Vicky’s three short warning blasts. It was time for the girls to assemble, to receive instructions, to focus. Lorna spat and spat.


    Leaving the bathroom stall, Lorna tightened her ponytail in the smudged mirror. She splashed water over her mouth and face, pink and puffy from lack of sleep. She did not look at the corkboard. She did not take off her clothes. What she really needed was air.


    Outside, the sun was beginning to push up in the east, making the sky as peachy and confident as a juice commercial. Lorna hauled the cool air deep into her chest. Then she began to walk south, away from the athletic centre. She passed vendors out in Chinatown, sweeping the sidewalks and setting up white plastic tables for displays of fruit, perfume, and underwear in plastic packages. In a dusty window, a man was stringing a line of bright, barbecued chickens. Lorna nodded at him and kept on following the road, sweat gathering under her swimsuit, the sun rising against the side of her face. She passed joggers, dog walkers, and street cleaners. Buses roared by. Lorna kept moving forward, reaching downtown’s loud grey construction. Her right knee began to click, then her left, but she didn’t stop. She continued under a dingy expressway underpass, holding her breath against the sharp smell of urine.


    It was full morning when Lorna reached the end of the street and the lake from her bedroom window. She headed west along the painted guardrail, such a meager separator from the cold water’s lapping edge. She looked over at the scratchy swathe of the island airport. Not too far to reach.


    Lorna peeled off her nylon jacket, the breeze waking the damp skin under her swimsuit. A few feet away, a man sat slumped against the rail in an oil-stained sleeping bag, a squash-coloured dog cuddled next to him. She looked down at the foam clinging to the lake’s concrete retaining wall, the ribbons of gasoline. Below the lake’s surface, concealed from swimmers, were rusted car parts, broken furniture, dogs tied to concrete, birds that hadn’t made it across. Everyone knew this about the lake. But at the surface, the blue water sparkled. She took a deep breath. She laid her jacket on the rail.


    A little plane took off from the airport, low and shaky in the sky. Though the plane was headed east, she imagined Alex was up there. She put her hand out toward the plane, as though to wave at it or shield it from view.


    “Beautiful,” the man with the dog said.


    She looked over and smiled politely. His gaze was on nothing in particular; he closed his eyes.


    Lorna thought of the passengers looking out the plane’s tiny windows. Would they see her? A girl standing at the edge of a guardrail, knees slightly bent? Let’s hope she’s stronger than she looks. For a second, they might wonder who she was, where she was heading. In another second, they’d be too far away to see.


    


  

  
  
   


    Wise


    Christmas, 1987


    Dad is sleeping at our house tonight, but he’s not coming to the play because he’s three sheets to the wind. Mom told us that, frowning in the way that makes her chin red and lumpy like a spoonful of Zoodles. But Dad doesn’t look like sheets to me. Sheets are what I’m supposed to wear for my Shepherd in Blue costume. They’re rolling in the dryer downstairs. Mom had to wash them after Dad knocked the gravy pot onto my lap at dinner.


    Before we leave for church, I find Dad watching TV in the den with Jed. “Mom says we’re going without you.”


    He glances back at the kitchen. “Boss’s orders.”


    I sit on the ottoman, smelling Dad’s socks. “My part’s stupid, anyway,” I say. “All I do is shout ‘O come let us adore him’ and then stand there staring at Jesus.” Dad was an actual actor on a real TV show once. If he came to our play, he’d see that I’m the only shepherd with a line.


    “O come lettuce adore him. O come cabbage adore him. Who’s next, the artichokes?” Dad laughs. I laugh because that’s what he wants me to do.


    “You should be Mary,” Dad says.


    “Impossible. She’s nine. Mary’s gotta be at least twelve.” Jed talks without moving his eyes from the TV.


    Dad pulls his cigarettes from his front pocket. “Who says?”


    “That’s how old the real Mary was when God knocked her up,” Jed says.


    “Jesus Christ,” Dad says.


    “Why did God pick someone who was only twelve?” I ask.


    Jed turns and grins. “Still had her V-card. Virgin Mary, right? Girls those days were easy.”


    “You hearing this, Lorna?” Dad calls to the kitchen.


    I think about Angela D’Souza, the twelve-year-old playing Mary. She cried at the last rehearsal because someone accused her of farting. There’s no way anyone would want to do it with her. The easy girls are in eighth grade at least, like Cindy Springgay who will show a guy anything for five bucks.


    Mom sticks her head in the door. She doesn’t answer Dad. “We’re late.”


    I look back at Dad and he smiles at me kind of dopey. “Go on, Care Bear,” he says. “Break your legs.”


    Driving to church, Mom asks us if we’re nervous and we say we’re not. I am a little bit nervous, but not about the play. I’m nervous because Mary had a baby when she was only twelve. That’s just a little more than two years away.


    “How old were you when you had us?” I ask Mom.


    “Too young,” Mom says. “Twenty with Jed. Twenty-two with you.” Twenty-two is ten years older than Mary.


    “Do you think God will ever decide he wants to have another baby?” I ask.


    If God wanted another kid, I wonder if he’d pick
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“So real, so true, and

so richly observed”

ALIX OHLIN,
author of Inside
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